As a primary grade teacherI knew stones like Sarah's Wt!re the result ofhard work and Wt!re written in what is often the -genre-ofchoice foryoung writers and popular with the first grade readers in my classroom. Yet I had heard such stories dismissed as -Just those all about books-and treated as a phase children tend to go through before -real writlng'" starts. However, Newkirk suggests that this -generally accepted low estlmate of children's abllitles-is a functlon ofa model ofchUdren'swritlngwhich seesItas -deficient adult writlng" and challenges us to adopt -anotherangle ofvlslon-so that Wt! may see the -competence ofchlldren-as writers (142).
1bat challenge became the focus of my action research. lnitlally I wanted to find out what kinds of writlng first graders employ when gfvt!n Volume 5, Number 1 regular time to write In a workshop setting. I read and then classifiedbygenre each piece of writing composed during the first semester by the twenty first graders with whom I worked last year. During that research and related professional reading this questionwas refined tofocus on the-all about-genre ofyoung writers and haw they can become competent as writers within it.
By carefully looking at first graders' stories I saw evidence of their growth as writers. even those who were writing within the "all about-genre. Newkirk Stephanie's title certainly could have been -All About Loving Goldfish"; in her story she lists the features of that behavior. She has leamed enough about focus and details to be able to write her piece, but all of her focused, detailed statements (except the last one, -And that is all.") could have been listed in any order without changing the meaning of the story. However. the traditional focus on this -randomness of form" of the "all about" book has prevented us from seeing -the student's real achievement" (Newkirk 129), Stephanie's achievement was In her ability to select the Information that was part of her story and leave out everything else.
Newkirk, if he read Stephanie's story. might suggest that despite her arbitrary order Stephanie "does successfully maintain the dlvtslon between information which does relate to the topic and Information which does not" (129). Stephanie Is growing toward competence as a writer. As Annie Dillard points out, "The writer of any work. and particularly any nonfiction work. must decide two crucial points: What to put in and what to leave out" (55). When she wrote -Loving Goldfish" Stephanie. at age siX. experienced making that decision as a writer and succeeded.
Other stx-year-old writers also experlenced making that wrlter's deci sion. Of the 578 pieces of writing composed by the first graders In my room durlng the first five months ofwriting workshop. 255 of them fell Into the "all about" book category. While Sowers found many more -all about" books than narraUves published at the beginning ofthe year (75), I found a balance In the kinds ofbooks selected for publication each month. The only exception was October, when -all about" books on Halloween or holidays were the -hot topics."
KINDS OF PUBLISHED BOOKS "All About"
Personal Narrative Fiction Lindsay's mother told me that this piece was similar to a libnuy book that they had read at home and suggested that Undsay was imitating the book, How can -an about-books written by young chUdren be dismissed as a pbue when they are reading such books, known as concept books when written by adult authors. from the library?
As the months ofthe semester passed and these first graders grew as writers, there were changes in the -all about" books they wrote. Topics were delfberately selected becauseauthors had spectfic information theywanted to share with their readers. After readtngaboutanlmals, Ertcwrote to share his information with classmates. He used a more complex structure (chapters), which he discovered in a book he was reading, The One In the Mlddle is the Green Kangaroo, by Judy Blume, to organize his -all about" animals book: Ankylosaurus gets amwr.
Dinosaurs get presents at Christmas.
The subject ltselfls fiction-that ofthe dinosaurscelebratlngChrlstmas-and Krista lists the features of this event In "all about-fonn, but also uses her knowledge about dinosaurs to cleverly plan the gtfts so they are suitable for their recipients. The Wall about" book seems to provide this youngwriterwith a comfort zone that allows her the flexibll1ty to experiment and take risks. Newkirk sees the writers of Wall about W books growing "toward mature expository prose-(142). Krista's piece suggests that she Is growing toward effective narrative, even within the "all about" genre.
As a result of this research I am convinced that I should continue to allow my young writers to develop within this -genre" rather than pushing 11
